Thematic Spectrum in Anita Desai’s Major Novels by JOSHI, PRAKASH MANILAL
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies Available online at www.ajms.co.in 




Thematic Spectrum in Anita Desai’s Major Novels 
Prakash M.Joshi,  
Associate Professor, Department of English, 
S.S.Mehta Arts & M.M.Patel Commerce College Himatnagar,  
Affiliated to Hemchandracharya North Gujarat University, Patan, Gujarat. 
 
Abstract: Anita Desai is one of the literary luminaries of the contemporary fiction writing in 
Indian English. As a novelist of notable merit, Anita Desai has enriched the thematic convention 
of the Indian English novel. Her novels present an explanation to the long smothered wail of a 
lacerated psyche. Most of her works engage the complexities of modern Indian culture from a 
feminine perspective while highlighting the female Indian predicament of maintaining self-
identity as an individual woman. She delves deep into the psyche of her female characters where 
she finds them struggling to strike a balance between self and society. She leads her characters to 
a sense of loneliness and alienation in many cases, but in some other cases there is a strong desire 
to overpower this as well. In most of her works, she stressed on the lives of the Indian middle-
class women as most of her female characters highlighted on their strained relationships. She 
presents the plight of introspective, hypersensitive women in her novels. This research article is 
an attempt to explore and examine thematic variety in Anita Desai‘ novels. Her each work is an 
accelerating exploration of the psychic self and emphasizes on the alienation of man from an 
absurd world, his estrangement from normal society, and his recognition of the world as negative 
and meaningless. She presents the man as sensitive, individual, fragmented and spiritually 
destroyed by the particular social conditions of life.  
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Introduction:  
Anita Desai is widely acclaimed as one of 
the foremost Indian English novelists. She has 
almost a worldwide audience making her a literary 
personality of lifelong significance. She emerged 
on the literary scenario after independence, 
focusing on the highly debatable contemporary 
issues.  She takes up significant contemporary 
issues as the subject matter of her fiction. She 
explores the anguish of individuals living in 
modern society. She has enriched the thematic 
convention of the Indian English novel. D.S. Maini 
rightly points out that her innovations go back to 
make her ―a disturbing and demanding presence in 
Indo-Anglian fiction.‖ (Maini, 216).  Most of her 
plot lines are either a representation or influenced 
by her personal experience of life. She represents 
the welcome ―creative release of the feminine 
sensibility which began to emerge after the world 
war second.‖(Krishna Rao, p.50) Most of her works 
engage the complexities of modern Indian culture 
from a feminine perspective while highlighting the 
female Indian predicament of maintaining self-
identity as an individual woman. Her uniqueness 
lies in the fact that in her novels we see a long 
interrogation of the self through introspection and 
psychological analysis technique. The interior 
landscape peopled by women characters is set 
against the background of man's domination of 
social and domestic life with accumulated 
authoritarianism as its foundation. She delves deep 
into the psyche of her female characters where she 
finds them struggling to strike a balance between 
self and society. She leads her characters to a sense 
of loneliness and alienation in many cases, but in 
some other cases there is a strong desire to 
overpower this as well.  
In most of her works, she stressed on the 
lives of the Indian middle-class women as most of 
her female characters highlighted on their strained 
relationships. She presents the plight of 
introspective, hypersensitive women in her novels. 
Her each work is an accelerating exploration of the 
psychic self and emphasizes on the alienation of 
man from an absurd world, his estrangement from 
normal society, and his recognition of the world as 
negative and meaningless. She presents the man as 
sensitive, individual, fragmented and spiritually 
destroyed by the particular social conditions of life. 
This particular aspect of Existentialism – ―the one 
alone‖, the man has no record; this appears to be a 
favorite subject of Desai. The twentieth century has 
been rightly called The Age of Alienation.( 
Murchland, B.).  It is not something unique, but is 
indeed a characteristic of the society of our time. 
These days many persons feel alone and 
unaccompanied. They are not capable enough to 
communicate with others. In her novels she 
highlights the fact that ―. . . without this sense of 
dignity and sanctity of the self, existential 
awakening of the self remains vulnerable and the 
inner space can once again become 
contaminated."(Yasodhara, Dalmia, p.13). She is 
an explorer par excellence of the interior human 
experience and the paradoxical nature of human 
existence. Desai herself feels that " . . . all my 
writing is an effort to discover and then to 
underline and finally to convey the true 
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significance of things." (Indira. J. Parikh, Pulin K. 
Garg, p.18)
 
The fictional world of Anita Desai is 
chiefly concerned with the inner world of her 
characters. She is almost obsessively concerned 
with the dark and oppressive inner world of her 
intensely introvert characters on the merge of 
psychological breakdown. They are alienated from 
the world, the society and the family around them 
because they fail to meet the challenges of life. 
Their inability to face life forces them to go back to 
their childhood world of fantasy. Modern women 
identify with the heroines because they find 
themselves in a similar position. They too, face the 
same problem of identity, loss of values and 
meaninglessness in life. Anita Desai sincerely 
examines, with a typical female perception, the 
effect of the accepted social norms in the life and 
position of a woman. Mostly women are culturally 
as well as emotionally dependent on man; any loss 
in relationship becomes a total loss of self. The 
search for understanding and sympathy with the 
woman, whose life without the support of man 
means losing safety, happiness, comfort and 
dignity; and that is the central recurring point in 
Anita Desai's fictional world.  
Major Themes: 
Anita Desai writes in the style of Virginia 
Woolf who believed in the Joycean method of 
probing the depths of human mind. Desai unravels 
the oppressive forces of the female psyche which 
cause disillusionment. In her first novel Cry, the 
Peacock, Maya the protagonist is constantly seized 
by fear of death, loneliness and alienation from her 
husband Gautama who always preached 
detachment. Gautama fails to understand the 
trauma of self that is at war. Maya cannot 
comprehend the philosophical attitude of Gautama. 
Maya longs for a realistic approach and feels that 
Gautama will never understand her agony. She 
finally blurts out vehemently: 
"You know nothing of me - and of how I 
can love. How I want to love. How it is 
important to me."
 
(p. 112)  
Gautama remains unperturbed when Maya calls 
him a betrayer. Four years of marriage makes Maya 
neurotic. Her gradual degradation which results in 
neurosis is very effectively traced by Desai. By 
illustrating many typical incidents, Maya's neurosis 
is made self-evident from the beginning. The sight 
of the caged monkeys at the railway station invokes 
a violent reaction. She starts crying and Gautama 
feels ashamed of her. She identifies her trapped 
situation thus: "There I was amongst them, not one 
of those who sat quietly, in infinity of sadness and 
resignation, but one of those who clung, clung to 
the bars till they cut into my flesh, and rattled them, 
shook them, crying over and over again." (p. 156) 
We feel that ―. . . the unusual juxtapositions and 
arresting metaphors constantly assault the senses of 
readers, almost demanding that they feel the way 
Maya herself feels." (Ann Lowry Weir, p.151)
  
 
Anita Desai has delineated marital 
disharmonies as they exist in Indian male-
dominated society. All the characters in her novel 
Voices in the City have distrust for marriage.  The 
novel presents an eccentric and inconsistent figure 
of a conjugal life through Nirode's parents. The 
marital conflict changes Nirode's parents into 
psychic demon. Monisha and Jiban signify the 
most usual and painful instance of conjugal 
conflict. Her zigzag journey towards her horrible 
ending paints her physical distraction in dark 
colours. From a simple, silent, straightforward, 
gently self -centered girl, she transforms into a 
sterile, insane, diary-writing woman. Like Maya, 
Monisha is also a victim of a loveless marriage. 
Monisha is also deprived of her husband's 
understanding and emotional support. Like 
Gautama in Cry, the Peacock, Jiban in Voices in 
the City can see Monisha only as a traditional wife. 
Both of them cannot comprehend the fact that these 
women have a mind of their own, feelings of their 
own, and that they need an important place and an 
effective voice in the existing framework of 
marriage. We feel that Desai has successfully dealt 
with the frustrations of Indian women arising out of 
a loveless marriage, and indifference shown by the 
patriarchal family. In all the men women 
relationships mentioned in the novel, we see a 
picture of desolation and emptiness. They illustrate 
that marriage, at best, is a farce, at worst, it is a 
malignancy that destroys body, mind, and soul 
completely. 
 Anita Desai‘s Bye-Bye Blackbird is a 
novel about India immigrants settled in England 
focusing attention on three characters ‗Dev‘, ‗Adit‘ 
and ‗Sarah‘. It seems pre-eminently a novel about 
East-West encounter and the trauma of cross-
cultural adjustments. The title of the novel refers to 
Adit‘s final farewell to Asian immigrants in 
England when he leaves England for India for 
good. The novel deals with alienation of an English 
lady Sarah married to Adit an immigrant from 
India. In the novel Adit faces economic crisis due 
to which he could not come back to India 
immediately after his marriage. As a result Sarah 
bows down her head of committing a mistake of 
marrying an Indian in her own society. She is 
treated as an out caste while in her own land. Adit 
in spite of his adjustments—compromises he 
makes under given circumstances, behaves at time 
like a typical Indian male whereas Sarah in spite of 
being a woman from so called advanced west is 
quiet meek and submissive. While, Adit and Dev 
have choice to opt for their natural conditions, their 
true circumstances—Sarah has no choice she 
surrenders to the decision of her husband. In 
seeking her own self Adit is totally unaware of the 
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loss of self that his decision implies for Sarah. Both 
of them suffer from problems, such as the loss of 
identity, alienation, humiliation mainly on account 
of racial and cultural prejudices. Sarah, when 
rejected by her parents and society, finds the world 
around her hostile, and tries to submit to Adit-the 
very cause of her isolation and alienation. She 
never protests against him and is ever ready to 
sacrifice anything to save her marriage. When Adit 
explodes, ―my son will be born in India‖. (p. 235), 
she is repelled, but still swallows it and submits to 
the household duties. But like other characters in 
the novel she also yearns for freedom. It is not a 
freedom from conventions and traditions but 
freedom for the self. Sarah‘s marital relation is not 
adjustable. Sarah takes no cares to protect food 
from the cat‘s sniffing which Adit never likes 
whereas Sarah did not like Adit‘s Bengali music. 
Sarah does not join him and his India discourse. 
She feels smothered to wear Indian Sari and 
jewellery. A large part of the novel is dealt with 
psychological isolation of Adit and Sarah. Her 
sensibility is well described in the novel.  
Where Shall We Go This Summer depicts 
the tension between a sensitive wife, Sita and her 
rational and worldly husband, Raman. A highly 
sensitive, middle-aged woman, already saddled 
with four children fifth is on the way she feels 
isolated from her husband and is not able to 
understand at times the behaviour of her children. 
Sita and her husband behave as if they are the 
occupants of two different worlds. Sita does not 
want to deliver her fifth child because she is afraid 
of the violence in the world. Sita wants to retain it 
in her worm; so she escapes from reality to the 
world of fantasy, magic and miracle. The basic 
fragmentation of her ‗self‘, with its incoherence 
and suffering, baffles her and she gives in 
submissively. Her flight to Manori Island in order 
to achieve the miracle of preserving the baby in her 
womb, of letting the baby neither go nor grow and 
her eventual return to Bombay with her husband in 
order to give birth after a slow process of 
realization is the theme of the novel.  
The novel is divided into three equal parts 
dealing with perception (present), memory (past) 
and dream (future) respectively with three stages in 
the development of Sita‘s character during the 
course of the novel. Thus, the first part deals with 
Sita's arrival at Manori, and the discord between 
the mother and her children. Part II depicts her 
escape from reality to the world of miracle. The 
third and last Part portrays her retreat to Bombay, 
which is by suggestion her retreat to the world of 
reality.  
 In Fire on the Mountain Anita Desai has 
portrayed the existential struggle of the 
protagonist- Nanda Kaul, who has withdrawn 
herself from all movements and echoes. Initially, 
she had led a perturbed busy life as the Vice-
Chancellor‘s wife, looking after several children 
and grand children and arranging for interminable 
get-togethers. But now she, as a widow, is living in 
isolation in a secluded bungalow in Kasauli along 
with her male servant. She wants no contact with 
outside world. The other important character is that 
of Raka the great-grand daughter of Nanda Kaul. 
The novel is also projects the inner turmoil of 
Raka, who is haunted by a sense of uselessness. 
Next, it presents the plight of a helpless lady, Ila 
Das who is in conflict with forces that are too 
powerful to be encountered, resulting in her tragic 
death. In brief, the novel is a study of the alienation 
of Nanda Kaul, Raka and Ila Das.  
Desai has presented the anguish of Nanda 
Kaul throughout the novel. She takes refuge in 
Carignano house. She has never loved the world 
and she has come to Carignano to wash her hands 
of all memories. She wants to live without notice 
and Carignano is the fittest place for her to live on 
her own way. This is because she is disillusioned 
with everything and wants nothing to do with any 
of the people in her life. Her solitude is described 
through many representations. In her real life she 
was not contented and satisfied. She was alienated 
by her husband and children. Even though she is 
having many children and grand children she 
suffers from isolation within herself as well as 
outer world. She regards herself as dejected and 
estranged woman. Her husband Prof. Kaul does not 
have a warm relationship. Prof. Kaul has cared 
little for his wife and family. He carried a lifelong 
affair with another woman. Nanda could not 
associate with the family in the desired proportion 
and her position is no better than a house keeper. 
Her husband is utterly responsible for this. The 
novelist crafts Raka as young morose and solitude 
loving. Raka is an abnormal child. She is made of 
different stuff similar to Nanda Kaul. She also like 
privacy. Secrecy is the essence of her life too. She 
likes to wander alone. By a complicated expression 
of her free will, Raka sets the forest on fire towards 
the end of the novel. It is obvious that the fire 
created by her is nothing else but the expression of 
her existential anguish to to destroy the old and 
meaningless to make room for the new and 
significant. The pathetic story of Ila Das, who 
fascinates as well as repels Nanda Kaul‘s delicate 
sensibility, is faced with acute financial problems. 
In her life there is misery and meaningless 
continuation. She becomes a welfare officer and is 
posted in the hills. Once she gives a sane advice to 
Preet Singh, a villager from marrying off his seven-
year-old daughter to a farmer who is a widower 
with seven children. She succeeds in stopping that 
child marriage, but ultimately she has to pay a dear 
price to her convictions. In vengeance he rapes and 
murders her.   
 Clear Light of Day is the story of the 
affections of Bim, Tara, Raja and Baba. It develops 
with the parents standing aloof and Bim and Raja 
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getting emotionally closer to one another. Anita 
Desai portrays the pangs of the sensitive woman 
Bim in the novel. Bim sacrifices her whole life for 
her brothers and sisters, she has to worry for every 
member of the family- for Raja, Baba, Tara Mira 
Masi, servants and the maintenance of the house, 
seven mouths to be fed, Tara‘s marriage and Raja‘s 
cure from T.B. Bim‘s father had died and so she 
was the eldest in the family. Bim and Raja have 
greater mental and temperamental affinity with 
each other in comparison to the other brother and 
sister. Both of them are bold, independent and 
possess a fiery impetuous spirit. Bim takes care of 
him with love and devotion thinking that he would 
take her father‘s place the day he recovers. 
However, to her utter dismay, when Raja gets well, 
he decides to go away to a distant place to Hyder 
Ali and marry Benazir, his daughter. He leaves 
Bim alone with Baba in the crumbling house. Raja 
forgets his responsibility and duty towards Bim and 
Baba entirely. The close relationship between a 
brother and a sister – changes amazingly with the 
passage of time. This gets clearly reflected through 
the fact that Raja never recalls the old days, the 
love and sacrifice of Bim, her taking care of his 
health. 
Desai understands the depths of the inner 
life of women. The probing of the novelist always 
brings up numerous conflicts, mostly 
psychological. The novel has two epigraphs, one 
referring to memory and the other to the passage of 
time. It deals with time in relation to eternity-a 
domain of psychological novel. Desai uses interior 
monologue to reveal the inner crisis of Bim, Tara, 
Raja and Baba in Clear Light of Day. Bim wishes 
to live in the world of fantasy and past. She is 
confined within four walls of the house and that is 
why her life within the house is dark and gloomy. 
Of course her life becomes colourful when she 
goes out to teach. Hence she finds home a heaven 
and avoids outer world. Like other female 
protagonists of Anita Desai, she too remembers her 
past life and makes her present life pale, heavy 
saturated with apprehension. In the course of the 
novel she becomes abnormal and frustrated. She 
starts speaking to herself. Tara also notices the 
unwanted vaccum in Bim‘s life. In fact, Tara‘s 
return home, her tactless blundering into the past, 
her naïve responses to the present, forces Bim to 
face up to the real emptiness of her the whole of the 
sub-continent.  The novel describes the emotional 
relations of two main characters – Bim and her 
younger sister Tara, who are haunted by the 
memories of the past. It highlights the theme of the 
effect of remembrance of the past on the chief 
protagonists. To Tara, the memories are a source of 
wishful joy, and to Bim they strike like the knell of 
sorrow. The former wants to live in the past and 
enjoy it while the latter is wearied of it and wishes 
to run away from it.  
The Village by the Sea is the story of 
survival and change. The story of the novel is 
woven around an alcoholic fisherman, his sick wife 
and their four children – Lila, Bela, Kamal, and 
Hari. In the course of the novel, Desai describes 
human relations, man‘s relation with woman, 
man‘s relation with God in the real village Thul, 
situated in the western coast of India. Here hard 
labour is imperative for subsistence and survival. 
Hari and Lila stand for all the working classes of 
rural India. Village life with the advent of modern 
technology and machinery becomes commercial. 
Consequently, the purity and chastity of human 
love is violated. The happy married life is richer 
and better in Thul without industrial development. 
Mrs. Desai‘s In Custody focuses on theme 
of marital friction and relationship problem. It is an 
ill-matched marriage, which is a favourite theme of 
Mrs. Desai. In the novel the whole story revolves 
round Deven‘s conduct. The novelist presents two 
aspects of his social being, as a husband and as a 
lecturer, and he is a failure in both of them. 
Structurally, the novel, as considered to be a study 
of relationships, is quite compact.  
Like Monisha and Jiban, Deven and 
Sarla‘s unhappy marital relationship is depicted by 
the novelist. Deven and Sarla are quite different 
from each other in their temperaments. We do not 
see Sarla beyond the four walls of her house. Even 
though a wife of Hindi lecturer she has no interest 
at all in literature or her husband‘s profession. She 
is unaware that Deven goes to meet Nur the great 
poet and concludes her husband‘s frequent visits to 
Delhi for meeting his girl-friend. The conflict 
between Sarla and her husband dealt with through 
the statement of her husband‘s disliking. She looks 
like a picture of an abandoned wife (p. 115). They 
have no mutual communication. Sarla has become 
sufferer in her married life. She is seen as frustrated 
and resented woman due to the harsh realities of 
life. She speaks from her gestures rather than 
actions. Her stony face, her sulks, her quiet rage 
fears Deven and makes him feel aged and moldy. 
Deven‘s pain, failure, isolation and sense of being 
trapped or imprisoned derives directly from the fact 
he never tells his wife anything about his hopes and 
aspirations and plans, sorrows and failures. The 
main point of their difference is that Deven does 
not live in the real world. He does not accept the 
reality that he is married and has a child. He lives 
in the world of fantasy. In fact, both of them are 
disturbed in their own ways, but they are unable to 
do anything for each other. Sarla has oppressive 
sensibility and it has given her marriage a 
permanent quality of despair. Neither Deven nor 
Sarla is satisfied with one‘s married life.  
Deven escapes from the reality and tries to 
enter Nur‘s world thinking Nur‘s life as glorious 
and glittering.  Nur has two wives but like Deven, 
he too is not happy with his wives. Nur, though 
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married twice is not satisfied with his married life. 
His second wife Imtiaz Begum takes all the powers 
from him. She controls the house in her own way 
which naturally is not liked by his other wife.   
Summing Up: 
Thus, Anita Desai has presented in her 
novels, the predicament of sensitive women who 
find it difficult to adjust in the present mechanical 
and urbanized set up. Desai's fictional canvas 
conveys powerfully the fact that a woman is 
assessed, evaluated in terms of her merging with 
institutionalized patterns of sexuality and norms of 
appropriate feminine behaviour. The themes like 
feminism, marital discord, human relationships, 
alienation, existentialism, withdrawal, loneliness, 
isolation and inner crisis, lack of communication, 
maladjustment and obsession with death appear 
frequently in her novels. Her sensitive portrayal 
and understanding of intrinsic human nature makes 
her novels striking and fascinating. She herself 
admits her preference for the internal world of the 
psychic space that has always been a major concern 
in her fictional writings. On the whole, Anita Desai 
adds a new dimension to English fiction by 
focusing on the inner climate of sensibility. Her 
main concern is to depict the psychic states of her 
protagonists at some crucial juncture of their lives. 
She acquires a philosophical outlook which gives a 
new depth to the work and new height to the 
author.  
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